The COVID-19 pandemic and its impact on the Kwakwaka’wakw potlatch ceremony	Comment by Saskia Klopper: A critical assessment (essay) of 3750 words (75% of the overall mark) of a selected indigenous religion in relation to the academic debate (topic to be agreed in assessment workshop)

Coronavirus had, and to some extent still has, an effect on every aspect of life – this includes an impact on religious gatherings and ceremonies, whether they had to be performed in a different fashion, or postponed indefinitely. During the course of this essay, I wish to critically assess the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic in regard to the indigenous religion practiced by the Kwakwaka’wakw, specifically highlighting the important practice known as the potlatch ceremony. Large gatherings of people are vital for a potlatch ceremony to occur, as this important social and spiritual activity relies on the shared oral tradition to pass down memories, stories and knowledge. Naturally, this does present an issue as mass gatherings of people actively worsen the transmission of coronavirus – thus a fine line is formed between trying to avoid the further destruction of heritage and preventing the spread of illness.	Comment by Saskia Klopper: Sense of ‘connectedness’, reaffirmation 

The Kwakwaka’wakw are one of the many indigenous peoples of the Pacific Northwest Coast, and predominantly live on Vancouver Island and the adjacent coast.  Many other groups within the area, (that area being British Columbia, and more generally along the Pacific Northwest Coast of Canada and America) such as the Heiltsuk, Haida and Nuxalk also hold potlatch ceremonies, but the Kwakwaka’wakw are perhaps the most well known in relation specifically to potlatch ceremonies – which is thanks in part to the work of anthropologist Franz Boas, who carried out the majority of his anthropological work in the surrounding area. 
Whilst I wish to avoid generalisation and the grouping together of unique practices and different first nations groups, in some regard it may be necessary to evaluate the effects more generally on the potlatch. We are only just returning to normal life now after over two years of uncertainty, and so relevant literature is likely still being written on this newly emerging topic. It is also possible that we cannot perceive the total effects quite yet, and further issues may not have been fully realised as we begin to move on from the pandemic. This does leave my critical assessment in jeopardy, and as such, I will have to take into account indigenous peoples across Canada and their experience of COVID, even in passing, to allow a fuller picture to be painted on issues such as food insecurity and the lasting effects of colonisation.
It is important to note that the COVID-19 pandemic is not the only issue at play within this context, but rather it has helped to highlight issues that were present beforehand. By themselves, these issues were perhaps somewhat manageable, but thanks to the pressure applied by the pandemic, they were further heightened, creating a difficult situation in which the potlatch was severely affected. In short, one must consider the consequences of a global pandemic combined with the lingering issues of colonisation and a firmly anti-indigenous government, and what this would hold for the Kwakwaka’wakw community.
To gather a sense of how the potlatch has been affected by COVID-19, we first must understand something about the ceremony itself. The potlatch ceremony has been written about by multiple well-known anthropologists such as Mauss and Boas, although in somewhat different lights that do not provide readers with much clarity as to the intention behind the ceremony. However, we are able to understand a key concept, which is that of the social function of food, as a vehicle for status and as part of the system of exchange and destruction.
An issue surrounding modern-day potlatches is that people are unable to afford food to provide for the potlatch ceremony as the costs are simply too high. Food is used as an exchange system during the potlatch, and it is more difficult to follow and upkeep tradition with this scarcity. An inability to gather enough food for a potlatch ceremony was thought to be caused by an absence of a spirit-power relationship, leading to the issue of a modern problem affecting how Kwakwaka’wakw mythology is perceived today.
The pandemic worked only to worsen the large amount of food insecurity that occurs in Canada, especially in more remote indigenous communities. Food insecurity can be defined as the unavailability of certain foods in stores and supermarkets, and often in this case the types of food needed for nutritional support are unavailable, leading to health issues. This unavailability can be due to the food’s physical absence – they are not on the shelf, and so are unavailable – or food can be inaccessible due to its exorbitant price. Both of these issues are often caused by communities being further away from suppliers or there being a lack of road access, and the prices of transporting said food drives the supermarket price up. This lack of affordable, nutritious and culturally appropriate food causes a phenomenon known as a food desert – it could also be argued that it has become a food swamp, with the oversaturation of unhealthy options being more affordable.
This issue highlights a difference between potlatches today and that of the past. Despite being no longer reliant on a food cycle (a poor summer does not necessarily cause a less extravagant potlatch in the winter, in part because modern potlatches seem to happen more often), the Kwakwaka’wakw are plagued by a different form of food insecurity than those in the past, but still suffering from the same overall issue. This hints at the longstanding effects of colonialism on food supply, and despite much changing, the government still has similar power over indigenous communities.
I admittedly could only find sources discussing Inuit and Métis issues with food insecurity, or more generally the aboriginal peoples of Canada. However, it is a witnessed phenomenon even in more populated areas, such as British Columbia and Alberta. I can only write from my own experience of travelling in both of these areas; there was some overlap between my route and traditional Kwakwaka’wakw territory, therefore providing its relevance in this essay. There was a distinct difference between trying to buy food on reserve and the price difference to off-reserve grocery stores. Further playing into the issue of food deserts and swamps, fruit and vegetables were often far more expensive, likely due to the cost of transporting such goods to these areas. I can remember my mother being in despair at trying to buy vegetables that the whole family would eat for dinner, and specifically her shock at asparagus being priced at $40 a bunch. This would have been nearly ten years ago now, and I had the sense that prices only worsened each year. At that age, I did not understand the fuller implications of what those prices meant in context, instead simply being happy that we would not be eating asparagus with that meal, but that is the privilege of growing up where food is abundant. Although not needed in a critical assessment, it adds something of an ethnographical element - perhaps my experience could count as a primary source where there are not as many sources to work from.
There have been multiple movements towards food sovereignty, and a want for separation from the global supply of food. Food sovereignty would aid in combatting the severe food insecurity that is currently present, through creating local food economies and ensuring transport prices stay low, whilst also allowing a return to cultural practices and foods. 
The pandemic has highlighted the need for food sovereignty, especially through the form indigenous stewardship. There has been a resurgence in the involvement of indigenous people, particularly Kwakwaka’wakw, in stewardship
There is something of an echo of the treaty 7 and 8 in the reliance of government for food, despite the Kwakwaka’wakw never signing a treaty, the overarching effects of colonisation
Play a part in the survival of indigenous religion and the celebration of culture
In part due to the difficult
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Salmon farming which had previously suffered due to poor care and the discovery that large percentage of the salmon stocks had sea lice
, the harvesting of eelgrass to make ts’áts’ayem, and the digging up of clams from ‘clam gardens’
Provides a connection, traditional dishes and practices Plays into the potlatch
Environment is bad, need the stewardship


Whilst a key part of the ceremony is the accompanying feast, food does hold a larger importance within the potlatch. During the ceremony, all manner of items can be gifted or exchanged including the deeds to property, good harvesting grounds or fishing holes, with the purpose of allowing access to the food provided by these properties. Today, it is likely far more difficult to gift lands and hunting grounds in the same fashion, but the importance of food remains, and so is affected by the pandemic.
The COVID-19 pandemic affects more than just the distribution and prices of food in regard to the potlatch- it also carries the reminder of intergenerational trauma for many first nations people. The Canadian government issued a ban preventing potlatches in 1885, and whilst potlatch ceremonies were still held in secret, albeit gathering in smaller groups despite the ban, the transmission of knowledge and memory was undoubtedly affected. To give a sense of how deep this trauma lies, the original ban came to a head in 1921 when a discreet potlatch ceremony held by Chief Dan Cranmer, under the guise of being a Christmas celebration, saw 45 people having charges laid against them – of that 45, 20 people went to prison. These arrests were for actions such as simply talking or dancing, and displays an occurrence of gross injustice that led to the stripping away of human rights for the cause of assimilating first nations people.
The ban was originally put in place under ‘the Indian Act’ due to the government wanting the assimilation of indigenous peoples who practised potlatch with the people they considered ‘civilised’ who had settled in the surrounding areas. Kinder, albeit misguided interpretations of this ban have been explained as the Canadian government not understanding the Kwakwaka’wakw way of life, especially relating to the potlatch ceremony and wanted to stop the supposed economic ruin they witnessed in the months-long process of gathering simply to then give these items away and destroy this wealth. There has been some suggestion that the original ban was only amended after the Massey report was published, which discussed the issue of Canada becoming too similar to America in terms of its culture, and that any indigenous culture that once existed was now “a ghost”. Despite this, the Kwakwaka’wakw potlatch ceremony still exists to this day, but the loss of history, memory and religious practices that occurred during the ban is immeasurable. It is most likely that valuable information and memories were lost thanks to the potlatch ban that occurred during the pandemic, as it was not able to be transmitted aurally into multiple people’s memories. Those who died during COVID-19 would not be able to be remembered at a potlatch ceremony
This trauma inhibits possible progress and gives a sense of returning 
Indigenous communities have illness-related trauma linked to a previous epidemic, which is that of 1918 Spanish Influenza, that heavily impacted Northern and Central British Columbia. This undoubtedly sticks in the minds of Kwakwaka’wakw elders when thinking about the current pandemic, and was likely 
Further trauma is caused by the fact that the potlatch ban was not lifted for the correct reasons, such as apologising to indigenous peoples and allowing them to continue their way of life, and it seems that without this report there would have been no intention of lifting this ban otherwise.


It is here we come to an impasse, as these ceremonies would have been needed to remember and celebrate the passing of people to be committed into memory aurally, but such large gatherings would be detrimental and likely spread covid more so. Thus the question is raised of whether denying a person’s and a larger community’s religious rights, as a measure to prevent further death and harm
Kwakwaka’wakw religion was performed in a different fashion during the pandemic
Multiple instances of potlatches taking place through virtual conference applications such as Zoom and Microsoft Teams
How would this affect the way in which potlatch took place over the course of the pandemic?
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Zoom calls to hold the potlatch, with time slots for each family, a way to raise the spirits 


Ongoing oppression from the Canadian government
Elders far more likely to be at risk, and hold more knowledge to pass down etc, still willing to go forward with the ceremony
Communities closed their borders to outsiders
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